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The  price 
for  a  piece 
of  history 

By  Rudolph  Unger 

It  is  most  likely  that  farmer 
Wilmer  McLean  felt  quite  satis- 
fied with  himself  on  April  9,  1865. 
He  sold  a  great  deal  of  his  parlor 
furniture  at  a  very  good  price, 
without  even  placing  an  adver- 
tisement. 

One  piece  of  furniture  recently 
sold  again,  this  time  for  $16,500 
to  a  Chicago  collector,  who  was 
neither  the  first,  nor  the  last  to 
recognize  its  historical  signifi- 
cance. 

Wilmer  McLean  was  a  farmer 
in  Appomattox  Station,  Va., 
whose  home  also  served  as  the 
courthouse  for  Appomattox 
County. 

On  a  spring  day  in  1865,  the 
Civil  War  ended  in  McLean's 
parlor  when  Gen.  Robert  E.  Lee, 
seated  at  one  table,  signed  a 
statement  of  surrender  to  Lt. 
Gen.  Ulysses  S.  Grant,  who  was 
seated  at  another. 

As  Lee  prepared  to  ride  off 
from  McLean's  farmstead  after 
the  surrender.  Grant  stood  on 
the  stairs  of  the  McLean  home 
and  raised  his  hat  in  salute  to  his 
defeated  foe.  Grant's  men  did 
the  same. 

Lee  returned  the  salute  and 
rode  off. 

Grant's  men  returned  to 
McLean's  parlor  and  bought  it 
up  piece  by  piece. 

"They  were  very  aware  of  the 
very  momentous  moment  in  his- 
tory they  had  witnessed;  they 
probably  took  away  the  entire 
room,"  said  Civil  War  buff  and 
antique  dealer  Daniel  R.  Wein- 
berg of  Chicago. 

Maj.  Gen.  Edward  O.C.  Ord 
paid  McLean  $40  for  the  table 
that  Lee  had  used.  MaJ.  Gen 
Philip  L  Sheridan  paid  $20  for 
the  table  (Jrant  had  used,  Wein- 
berg said.  Then  Sheridan  asked 
Maj.  Gen.  George  A.  Custer--the 
same  Custer  who  later  specializ- 
ed in  making  "stands"-  to  haul 
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CM!  War  buff  Daniel  R.  Weinberg  shows  off  his  prized  table, 
allegedly  used  during  the  surrender  ceremonies  in  Appomattox 
Station,  Va  On  the  table  is  a  bust  of  Gen  Robert  E.  Lee  and  a 
cxjpy  of  Lee  s  surrender  orders  to  his  troops. 
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it  away  on  horseback. 

"I'm  sure  McLean  was  happy  to 
sell  them  at  that  high  price,  and 
buy  replacement  pieces  for  $7  or 
$8,"  Weinberg  said. 

A  third  table  in  the  room  was 
purchased,  for  price  unknown,  by 
Capt.  Thomas  Welles,  a  member 
of  Grant's  staff.  Welles  gave  the 
table  to  his  father,  Gideon,  who 
was  Navy  secretary  under  Pre- 
sidents Abraham  Lincoln  and  An- 
drew .lohnson. 

The  small,  wooden  and  wheeled. 


triple-level  table  with  n  desk 
drawer  in  it  was  kept  in  the  Welles 
homestead  In  Glnslonburg.  Conn  , 
for  114  years  until  it  was  sold  in 
1979  to  n  private  collector. 

It  was  sold  again  on  Feb.  22  at 
an  auction  in  Connecticut  to  Wein- 
berg, who,  like  the  .soldier  120 
years  ago,  recogni/.cd  the  hi.storic- 
A\  significance  of  the  table  and  was 
willing  to  pay  for  it. 

Weinberg  doled  out  $16,500  for  a 
piece  of  history  with  a  swayed 
back.  It  seems  the  Welles  fntnily 
kept  their  goldfish  bowl  atop  the 
tabic. 

"It  was  present  nt  one  of  the 
most  auspicious  moments  in 
American  history  and  I  thought 


the  price  for  which  1  got  it  was  a 
bargain,"  .said  Weinberg,  owner  of 
the  Abrahnni  l  inmln  n(X)k  Shop, 
IK  K  t  licslnut  St 

Weinberg  noted  that  the  table  at 
which  Grant  wrote  out  the  terms 
of  surrender  for  Lee  is  housed  in 
the  Smithsonian  Institution  in 
Washington 

The  table  at  which  l<ee  read  and 
signed  the  surrender  terms,  a  larg- 
er marble  top  itiece,  is  the  proper- 
ty of  the  Chicago  Historical  S(x;i- 
ety,  he  said. 

Although  it  pained  him  to  part 
with  il.  Weinberg,  already  has  sur- 
rendered his  Appomattox  table  for 
an  iiniliscloscd  profit  to  an  un- 
named collector,  he  said. 


